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Sosnowiec 

Functional characterization of behavioural verbs in English 

1. Introductory 

The goal of the present paper is to examine semantic and syntactic characteristics of 
behavioural verbs in English, in other words verbs denoting physiological processes 
(such as breathing and sweating) and uncontrolled actions of human beings (e.g. 
blinking, weeping, laughing). Both the terminology and methods of analysis employed 
here have been proposed by Halliday in „An introdaction to functional grammar" , 
hence the word „functional" in the title of the paper. 

The focus of the inquiry will be put on describing subcategorization properties of 
behavioural verbs and identifying semantic functions of noun phrases occurring as 
subjects or objects of the verbs. Due consideration will be given to the issue of 
incorporated objects, i.e. participants which are not expressed syntactically but are 
implied by the semantic interpretation of verbs. 

The semantico-syntactic characterization of behavioural verbs offered here will 
serve as an introduction to the analysis of concrete senses of their nominalizations 
carried out in my forthcoming paper „Action nouns derived from behavioural verbs in 
English". 

The present article consists of five sections, including the introductory one. Section 
2 will introduce the terms „participant", ,,circumstantial element" and give an outline 
of the system of semantic roles devised in Halliday (1985). Halliday's classification of 
processes will be presented in Section 3. Behavioural processes will then be contrasted 
with other process types and a group of over sixty verbs representing the core of the 
behavioural type will be isolated. In Section 4 the occurrence of those verbs in 
transitive and intransitive constructions will be examined. Participants, either implicit 
or expressed syntactically, which are associated with processes denoted by those verbs 
will be described. A few remarks on the aspectual category of the verbs in question will 
be added. A summary of conclusions arrived at during our investigation will be given in 
Section 5. 
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2. Participant and circumstantial functions 

In order to give an accurate semantic representatiorr of states of affairs (such as 
acts, processes, states, goings-on), one needs to specify entities involved in a given state 
of affairs and conditions under which it takes place (including time and place). 

Entities which are inherent in an event - those which are directly involved init and 
have definite relevance to its course- are termed participants in Halliday (1985). They 
correspond to logical subjects or logical objects of verbs and are usually expressed by 
noun phrases, less frequently by prepositional phrases. The following set of participant 
roles is presented in Halliday (1985: 131): 
(1) Actor, Goal, Senser, Phenomen n, Sayer, Target, Behaver, Existent, Carrier, 

Attribute, Identifier, Identified, Token, Value, Beneficiary, Range. 
The Actor is an animate or inanimate participant who „does the deed" whereas the 
Goal is one to which (or to whom) ,,the process is extended" (Halliday 1985: 103). The 
Goal either undergoes the process initiated by the Actor or comes into being as a result 
of it. The Senser is a human or human-like participant who is capable of thinking, 
knowing and liking. The Phenomenon triggers off some men tal state in the Senser. Tt 
may be an object, a human being or an event; anything which „is sensed - felt, thought 
or seen". The Behaver is, similarly to the Senser, a conscious being but instead of being 
involved in a mental activity it functions like a „doer" in physiological and 
psychological processes. The Sayer puts out a signal or sends some message. It may be 
an inanimate object such as an advertisement, traffic lights, as well as a human being. 
The participant whom the message concerns and who is, consequently, affected by it is 
termed the Target. The Existent may be an event or a phenomenon of any kind which is 
represented as existing or happening. The Carrier is the structural function of an entity 
to which some Attribute is ascribed. The Identifier is the entity used to identify another 
entity, referred to as the Identified. Both Identified and Identifier may be conflated 
with the grammatical functions of Token and Value, whose definitions are rather 
elusive in Halliday (1985). Value represents „the meaning, referent, function, status, 
role" whereas Token stands for „the sign, name, form, holder, occupant" (Halliday 
1985: 115). 

The function of the Beneficiary - or the logical indirect object - denotes the 
participant the goods are given to or services are done for. The Range, which 
corresponds to the logical cognate object, specifies the domain over which the action 
takes place. With verbs of saying (e.g. tell, accuse) the Range participant denotes what 
is being uttered. Moreover, in verbal-nominal constructions have a drink, take a rest, 
the name of the action itself may be construed as the Range. 

Entities which are optionally associated with a given state of affairs are regarded by 
Halliday as circumstantials. They are typically expressed by prepositional phrases or 
adverbs. Halliday's set of circumstantial elements includes the following functions: 
(2) Extent, Location, Manner (Means, Quality, Comparison), Cause (Reason, 

Purpose, Behalf), Accompaniment, Ma.tter, Role. 
Extent and Location can ref er either to space or time. The first circumstantial element 
answers the questions how far?, how long?, how many times? whereas the Location 
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element answers the questions where?, when?. The structural function of Manner 
encompasses the subcategories of Means, Quality and Ct,mparison. The Means 
circumstantial specifies an object, tool or substance which is involved in the action but, 
unlike the Actor, is not its inherent element. The way in which a given process develops 
is described by its Quality circumstantial. In the case of mental states, the Quality 
element refers to their intensity. The function of Comparison is ascribed to 
prepositional phrases which begin with unlike or like. Three subcategories can be 
distinguished as well within the single function of Cause: Reason, Purpose, Be half. The 
element in a clause denoting an entity which triggers off an event without being its 
Actor has the function of Reason, e.g. for want of water, due to bad weather. The 
function of Purpose is allocated to expressions such as for the purpose of seeing the 
family or for the sake of arguing, which represent the intention behind some state of 
affairs. The circumstantial of Behalf corresponds to an entity, usually a human being, 
on behalf of which the action is undertaken by the Actor. The Behalf is always 
expressed by a prepositional phrase and it can never be construed as an indirect object. 
In the latter respect the Behalf differs from the Beneficiary participant. Entities which 
are conjoined with participants or juxtaposed to them are regarded as Accompaniment 
circumstantials, e.g. instead of John, together with the others. The prepositional phrases 
which answer the questions what about?, with reference to what? have the structural 
function of Matter. The interrogative phrase corresp0nding to the circumstantial of 
Role is, in tum, what as? 

The distinction between particular participants and circumstantials is, unfor
tunately, in quite a few cases rather difficult to draw. Although participant functions 
are usually assigned to clause elements occupying the subject and object positions, the 
Actor, Phenomenon, Range and Value can be also expressed by prepositional phrases 
such as by the army, by her kindness, on three instruments. The sentences given in (3), 
most of which are quoted from Halliday (1985), are meant as examples of all the 
participant functions mentioned above and of some circumstantials. 

(3) Locusta gave Claudius a dose of poison. 
Actor Beneficiary Goal 

I carne 
Act or 

here today as afriend. 
Location Location Role 

me a curtsey. She dropped 
Actor Beneficiary Range 

He beat his chi/dren with a /eather bełt. 
Actor Goal Means 

I was praising 
Sayer 

you to my friends. 
Target Beneficiary 

I don't want to talk about my health the whole afternoon. 
Senser Matter Ex tent 

11 - Biuletyn PTJ, t. XLIII- XLV 



162 B. CETNAROWSKA 

Sarah seems wise. The stupid one is you. 
Carrier Attribute ldentifier Identified 

+ Token + Value 

There's a man at the door. He is crying. 
Existent Location Behaver 

The gift puzzled her too much. 
Phenomenon Senser Quality. 

The Doormouse crossed the court quickly. 
Actor Range Quality 

Janet as we/I as Bridget gave up her job for the sake of the chi/dren. 
Actor Accompaniment Goal Behalf 

Some labels used by Halliday (1985) for his participant and circumstantial functions 
are reminiscent of names of semantic cases proposed in Fillmore (1968) or thematic 
relations presented in Jackendoff (1972). However, a temptation should be resisted to 
equate Halliday's structural functions with semantic roles advocated by the other 
linguists. 

Fillmore's set of semantic cases was designed mainly in order to represent 
subcategorization properties of verbs and adjectives. Participants involved in the 
action denoted by a verb are included in the verb's case frame. Circumstantial elements 
are neglected unless they are obligatorily subcategorized for by a lexeme. The case 
frame of the verb put, for instance, contains the Locative as the obligatory element. 
Since only six semantic cases are postulated in „The case for case", namely Agentive, 
Instrumental, Dative, Factitive, Locative and Objective, they tend to be more generał 
and less definite than Halliday's functions. The Dative, which represents the animate 
being affected by the state or action, corresponds both to Halliday's Senser and 
animate Goal or Beneficiary (see 4a below). The relationship between Fillmore's 
Agen.tive and H.alliday's Actor is more complex. On the one hand, the Agentive has 
a wider use than the Actor since the former term denotes subjects of physiological 
processes or processes of saying as well as subjects of typically „agentive" processes. 
On the other hand, Halliday employs the term Actor with reference to - among others 
- inanimate objects affected by some action if anima te instigators of the action are not 
overtly expressed (see 4b). 
(4) a. He gave his wife the jlowers. 

Halliday: Actor Beneficiary Goal 
Fillmore: Agent. Dative Objective 

She couldn't see. the screen properly. 
Halliday: Senser Phenomenon 
Fillmore: Dative Objective 

b. The potatoes are cooking. 
Halliday: Actor 
Fillmore: Objective 
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Mother is cooking the potatoes. 
Halliday: Actor Goal 
Fillmore: Agentive Objective 

c. Mother is cooking. 
Halliday: Actor 
Fillmore: Agentive 

Given the set of participant functions listed in (1) and employed by Halliday for the 
purpose of transitive interpretation of clauses, it is not possible to show the parallel 
between the two sentences in (4b): in both of them the potatoes are undergoing the 
process of cooking. Halliday removes this disadvantage of his system of functions by 
introducing another layer of clause analysis - the so-called ergative interpretation. 
The fundamental ergative functions are Medium and Agent. The Medium, defined as 
the key participant through which the process is actualized, corresponds to the Actor in 
an intransitive clause and the Goal in a transitive clause. The Agent is the external 
agency, i.e. the Actor in transitive clauses. The interpretation of the sentences included 
above as (4b) and (4c) in ergative terms is given in (5): 
(5) a. The potatoes are cooking. 

Medium 

b. Mother is cooking the potatoes. 
Agent Medium 

c. Mother is cooking. 
Agent 

The subject of the intransitive sentence in (5c) is treated as the Agent since the 
deleted Medium can be recovered semantically. (5c) means „Mother is cooking 
something". 

Within the theory oł: thematic relations outlined in Jackendoff (1972) - which in 
most respects follows Gruber (1976)-five basie thema tie roles are recognized: Agent, 
Theme, Source, Goal, Location. Jackendoff s Goal is not an equivalent of the Goal in 
Halliday (1985): the identity of the terms is very misleading. Thematic relations have 
been originally designed for verbs of motion, they can be applied to other types of verbs 
by virtue of metaphoric extension. The thematic role of Goal specifies the end point of 
motion or the state resulting from a change. The Theme is the role of an entity which is 
in motion, whose location is being asserted or which undergoes some change. The 
Agent is an individual which brings about the change. The Theme and the Agent in 
Jackendoff (1972) seem to correspond to the ergative functions of Medium and Agent 
in Halliday (1985). It should be borne in mind, however, that within the framework of 
J ackendoff ( 1972) a noun phrase is allowed to assume more than one thematic relation. 
Structural functions presented in Halliday can be conflated neither on the transitive 
nor on the ergative piane of interpretation (with the exception of Value and Token). 
A few examples of thematic relations are given below in (6): 

11• 
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(6) a. Harry 
Agent 

+source 

rented an apartment to Max for $197 a month. 
Jackendoff: Theme Goal Secondary Theme 

+Secondary 
+ Secondary Goal Source 

b. The boy ran from his house to the hospital in three minutes. 
Jackendoff: Agent+ Theme Source Goal 
The discussion of participant and circumstantial functions attempted above is 

a prerequisite to the presentation of semantic typology of processes in the following 
section. 

3. Behavioural processes contrasted with other process types 

The term „process", employed frequently in aspectual classification of verbs (e.g. 
in Quirk et al. 1985: 201 ff.), denotes those happenings which are durative, result in 
some change of state and involve no anima te (typically human) instigator: such asfade, 
grow o/d, ripen. For Halliday, however, it is a generał label for any situation type. It 
may be used with reference to durative or punctual happenings, both agentive and 
nonagentive, as well as to states. 

Processes are divided in Halliday (1985: 101 ff.) into six semantic classes, depending 
upon the kinds of participants systematically associated with them. 

Materiał processes - processes of „doing and happening", such as running, 
mending, resigning - involve the Actor and, optionally, the Goal. Behavioural 
processes (e.g. weeping, digesting, laughing) have the Behaver as the only obligatory 
participant. Men tal processes, ref erred to also as processes of sensing, are systematical
ly associated with the structural functions of the Senser and the Phenomenon. Both of 
these functions may be overtly expressed in the clause (as in I hate them.) or either of 
them may be implicit (cf. Her every look bewitches., She was p/eased.). Verbal processes, 
such as talking, praising, lying, require the Sayer and may be optionally associated with 
the Range, Beneficiary or Target. Relational processes - processes such as seem, 
concern, turn into - involve the Attribute ascribed to some Carrier or the Identifier 
which makes it possible to identify the Identified. The Existent is the only obligatory 
participant function occurring with existential processes (as in There was a storm, On 
the wali there hangs a picture). 

The tendency of the verb to occur in the sim ple present or the present continuous as 
the unmarked present tense, the possibility of being substituted for or probed by the 
verb do are also indicative of the process type 1. Verbs denoting mental processes are 

1 A table showu in Halliday (1985: 155) mentions some additional criteria used for distinguishing 
process types. One of them is the accentuation of the verb. The verb in a relational process is typically 
unaccented whereas in a materiał process it usually carries some stress, compare Herbert's wije stoodfor ( i.e. 
repreśented) women's right conveying a relational process and Herbert Smith STOOD for Parliament 
conveying a materiał process. Another important criterion is the system of voice characteristic of the process. 
Materia! verbs occur either in effective clauses (i.e. clauses which imply some agency involved as in The boy 
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usually used with the simple present and the present continuous carries some special 
interpretation (e.g. J'm understanding thisfor the first time). With materiał processes the 
present continuous is the unmarked case and the simple present implies a habitual 
character of the situation, as in He goes to schoo/ in Łódź. The appropriate probes for 
materiał processes are What did he do? One cannot ask about mental processes in this 
way, hence the unacceptability of the utterance * What did Mary do with the gift? She 
liked it. Do-substitution is possible with materiał processes (e.g. What John did was to 
grab the money and run away) but not allowed in the case of mental processes (e.g. 
* What John did was know the answer) . 

Behavioural processes are intermediate between materiał and mental processes. 
Either the simple present or the present continuous may be used with a behavioural 
process in the unmarked case; the questions Why do you laugh? and Why are you 
/aughing? both refer to the present and imply no special interpretation2• As pointed out 
in Halliday (1985: 129), processes of consciousness represented as forms of behaviour 
- such as watching, listening, thinking of - are situated at the „mental" end of the 
behavioural type. Activities such as dancing, kissing, which are typical of human 
beings but are grammatically indistinguishable from intransitive materiał processes 
fali at the other end of the class. Do-substitution and do-probes are acceptable for 
behavioural verbs which are close to the materiał processes (e.g. What did Mary do to 
John? She kissed him or What they can do very we// i dance the polka). 

Since borders between materiał and behavioural processes on the one hand and 
behavioural and mental processes on the other hand are vague, the present paper will 
focus on the core of the behavioural class. Verbs such as watch, lis ten or kiss will not be 
considered here. A condition on the semantics of core behavioural processes will be 
stipulated: the Behaver will be expected neither to instigate nor to guide the process he 
is involved in. Such a stipulation is not overtly stated in Halliday (1985) but it is 
satisfied by the processes given there as examples of the behavioural class, namely 
breathing, smiling, dreaming, coughing. Since humans are able to control their 
behaviour to some degree, the verbs smile, cough, breathe may occur in sentences which 
imply volition on the part of the Behaver. Such a usage seems to be marked and is not 
possible with all verbs denoting forms of physiological and psychological behaviour 
(see 7b below). Sometimes we may encounter an anima! as the Behaver because human 
beings and animals - especially mammals - have biologica! processes in common. In 
addition, verbs describing psychological behaviour can occur with anima! subjects if 
the latter are personified. 

(7) a . Do not breathe until I tell you. 
He coughed in order to attract my attention. 

broke the window, The window was broken by one of the boys) or in middle clauses where no agency is involved 
or implied, e.g. The glass broke. Men tal processes of the /ike-type occur in the middle voice whereas men tal 
processes of the please-type require the effective voice. Behavioural verbs usually occur in the middle voice. 
They tend to form „medio-passives", such as The bed hadn't been slept in, instead of true passives. 

2 The occurrence of behavioural verbs in the sim ple present tense to denote a process taking place at 
a particular moment seems to be typical of older usage. 
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b. *He hiccuped in order to attract the headmaster's attention. 
*He stopped perspiring when I told him to do so. 

c. These monkeys cannot digest meat. 
Look! Our dog is smiling and wagging his taił! 

The list of verbs denoting behavioural processes which will be considered here is 
given in (8). Most of those processes describe involuntary reactions of human beings to 
extemal stimull or biological functions of the human organism. 

(8) belch 
blink 
blubber 
burp 
choke 
chuckle 
cough 
ery 
digest 
doze 
dream 
drowse 

hiccup 
in gest 
inhale 
laugh 
moan 
nap 
nod 
pant 
perspire 
piss 
puff 
quake 

excrete quiver 
exhale respire 
expire sali va te 
faint shiver 
frown shriek 
gasp sigh 
ges ta te sim per 
giggle sla ver 

smile 
sneeze 
sniff 
sniffie 
snigger 
snooze 
snore 
snort 
sob 
spit 
swallow 
sweat 
titter 
trem ble 
vomit 
weep 
wheeze 
whimper 
whine 
win ce 

grin sleep yawn 
groan slumber yell 

" 

It is not a complete list of all behavioural verbs in English but a representative sample 
of them. lt does not include verbs which are polysemantic and represent several process 
types3• The verb fali, for instance, denotes a behavioural process in the sentence She 
slipped and fell down, a relational process in Christmas falls on a Friday this year and 
a materiał one in The c/ock fe// off the shelf. 

Syntactic constructions in which the verbs identified above can occur will be 
examined in the next section of the paper. The number and type of participants 
associated with processes in question will be established. 

3 Gape, rest, slip, sprawi, start are other examples of polysemantic verbs representing severa! process 
types. Verbs such as glance, glare, gaze, peep have been excluded from (8) since processes represented by 
them are too close to the „mental" end of the scale. A number ofverbs synonymous to the ones included in 
(8), e.g. bawi, grunt, cheer, how/, scream, squeak, muse, could be added to the list. Let us note, however, that 
such verbs behave according t.o one of the pattems described in Section 4. Consequently, the group ofverbs 
considered in this paper can be regarded as a representative sample of the behavioural type. 
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4. Complementation of behavioural verbs 

As has been observed in Section 3, behavioural verbs involve one inherent 
participant: the Behaver (i.e. a human being involved in the process). lt comes as no 
surprise, then, that most of the verbs in (8) are intransitive. They occur with an object 
only if it allows the paraphrase 'something expressed by V-ing' (see 9a) or if it is 
cognate with the verb (as in 9b): 
(9) a. She smiled a greeting. 

Range 

Jill laughed her disrespect. 
Range 

The girls giggled their amusement. 
Range 

The teacher frowned his disapproval at the noisy class. 
Range 

The nodded their agreement. 
Range 

b. She wept bitter tears. 
Range 

She smiled the warm smile. 
Range 

He grinned his most irritating grin. 
Range 

The construction exemplified in (9b) is not very common, though. lt is usually replaced 
by a verbo-nominał construction give a warm smile, produce a grin, break into a /augh 
etc. 

The participant function assigned to the direct objects in (9) within the framework 
of Halliday (1985) is Range. However, as the paraphrases available for the sentences in 
(9b) show, cognate objects can be regarded here as names of immaterial results of 
corresponding processes (cf. He grinned his most irritating grin and He produced his 
most irritating grin)4 • 

The presence of one the particles off, out, up in a sentence may change the 
subcategorization properties of intransitive behavioural verbs, such as sleep, cough, 
be/eh, and affect their semantic interpretation. Sleep off, for instance, means 'to get rid of 
a certain feeling or an eff ect of something by sleeping'. As ( I Oa) shows, the phrasal verbs 
sleep off, cough up, be/eh out require an object with the structural function of Goal. 

4 In Grzegorczykowa et al. (1984: 350) Polish nouns krzyk 'ery', błysk 'flash' are treated as names of 
results of actions of crying and flashing. Such resultative objects do not, however, exhibit all features typical 
of Goa) objects. They cannot be probed by do to or do with. The questions What did she do to the smile?, What 
did she da with the smi/e? - both referring to the sentence She smi/ed the warm smile - sound very odd. 
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Intransitive verbs denoting production of some noise, e.g. gasp, groan, moan, sob, 
take direct objects if they are accompanied by the particle out (see lOb). In such cases, 
however, it is better to regard these verbs as verbs of saying. They do, in fact, denote the 
occurrence of two simultaneous _process~~= .. a behavioural process and a process of 
saying. The sentence The prisoner gasped out the message andfainted, for instance, can 
be paraphrased as 'The prisoner was gasping and giving the message, then he fainted.' 
The message functions as Range. 
(10) a. They coughed up blood. 

Goal 

The chimney belched out sm ke. 
Goal 

You must sleep off the last night's dinner. 
Goal 

b. The soldier moaned out a prayer for mercy. 
Range 

The soldier groaned out the story of how his friends had been killed. 
Range 

She sobbed the who/e story out. 
Range 

The list ofbehavioural verbs analyzed here includes verbs which require objects in 
their semantic representations but may occur both in transitive and intransitive usages. 
In other words, processes denoted by such verbs involve Goal participants which may 
be expressed syntactically or remain implicit. (Jackendoff (1987: 409), Karolak (1974: 
15) or Saloni (1974: 73) can be consulted about the issue of implicit arguments.) The 
verbs in question fall into two groups, depending upon the conditions under which 
their Goal may remain unexpressed. 

With digest, excrete, gestate, ingest, the direct object is normally present. It can be 
omitted only when it is recoverable from the immediate linguistic context, as in (11 b ). 
Digest behaves like an intransitive verb also in middle constructions5 exemplified in 
(l lc ). The Behaver is not expressed in sucha construction but remains implicit whereas 
the Goal occurs in the subject position. 

( 11) a. *Do not put so much butter on the toast. Y ou know that Mary cannot di gest. 
b. - Has your stornach digested all the fat yet? 

- No, it is stili digesting. 
c. Cheese does not digest easily. 

5 Kilby (1984 : 45) calls such constructions „pseudo-intransitive sentence pattems" and contrasts them 
with ergative sentences, such as Suddenly the window broke, in which no agent is responsible for the state of 
afTairs. Both middle and ergative constructions are analysed in Keyser and Roeper (1984) where it is 
proposed that middles are syntactic and ergatives lexical in origin. Care should be taken not to confuse 
middle constructions with the middle voice mentioned in Note I. 
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In the case of the verbs exhale, perspire, vomit, the object is most often dropped 
since it can be conventionally determined as air, sweat and food, respectively. The 
object is explicitly stated only when the speaker wants to be particular, as in (12b), or 
when it is drastically different from its conventional realization, as in (12c): 
(12) a. She reached for the paper bag and began to vomit. 

b. She vomited all the food she bad eaten on the piane. 
c. She began to vomit blood. 

The verbs inhale, snif!, spit, sweat and swa/low behave according to the above-shown 
pattern6• 

The verbs salivate and s/aver do not take Goal objects. They denote emission of 
specific fluids and, therefore, they require Goals in their semantic representations. 
These Goals are not expressed syntactically but are incorporated morphologically into 
the verbs themselves: salivate is a suffixal derivative from saliva whereas slaver is 
a zero-derivative from the noun s/aver7• 

It needs to be added that the verb slaver occasionally occurs in transitive 
constructions but its direct object corresponds then to a circumstantial element of 
Location, normally expressed by a prepositional phrase. The sentence in (13a) below is 
rougly equivalent in meaning to the sentence in (13b) and the former seems to be 
derived from the latter8. The preposition over is incorporated semantically into the 
verb slaver and so the circumstantial element of Locaf on surfaces as the direct object 
in (13a). Analogical processes of preposition incorporation have been proposed in 
Jackendoff (1987: 393) for the verbs climb, jump, pass and cross. As a result of 
preposition incorporation, regarded as a lexical process by Jackendoff, oblique 
arguments of verbs change into direct objects: Georgejumped over the stream becomes 
George jumped the stream. 
(13) a. The baby slavered the bib. 

b. The baby slavered over the bib. 
c. Frank pissed his trousers. (Locative object) 
d. Frank was pissing blood. (Goal object) 

The verb piss can occur with a circumstantial of spatial Location in the object position 
as well. The difference between the Goal object and the Locative object is exemplified 
above in (13c) and (13d). 

It is worth noting that the verbs burp, choke, drowse and sweat can be used as 

6 Kilby (1984: 49) claims that the process of swallowing may involve no Goa!. However, the situation 
when no saliva is used during swallowing is highly implausible. 

7 In Cetnarowska (in press) I argue that the verb slaver is derived by means of conversion from the noun 
s/aver whereas the verbs cough, cry,frown function as derivational bases of the nouns cough, cry,frown. The 
noun slaver cannot be paraphrased as 'the act of slavering'. It does not occur in verbo-nominał constructions 
have a N, give a N, take a N, which are common contexts for zero-derived action nouns. 

8 (13a) implies that the bib is wet through while (13b) does not. The first sentence brings the bib into 
focus and promotes it to the position of direct object. In (13b) the bib is outside the clause perspective. The 
difference between various clause perspectives and the distinction between holistic and partitive inter
pretation of sentences (such as I smeared the mud on the wali, I smeared the wali with mud) are discussed in 
Fillrnore (1977: 69 ff.). 
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causative verbs, as in (14) below. Then, however, they do not express behavioural 
processes but materiał processes which bring aboutcertain involuntary reactions of the 
Behavers. 
(14) The nurse was burping the baby gently. 

John sweated his workers. 
My droning drowsed him. 
The weeds choked the plants. 

Apart from being associated with the participants functioning as Behavers, Goals 
and Range, behavioural procesśes may occur with circumstantial elements specifying 
Extent and Location (both temporal and spatial), Quality, Comparison, Reason and 
Accompaniment. The circumstantia s of Means and Behalf are unlikely to modify 
behavioural processes9• The occurrence of a phrase expressing Purpose is possible only 
when some volition can be attributed to the Behaver. Consider the relevant examples 
below: 
(15) She slept soundly for eight hours. 

Quality Extent:temporal 

I was crying /ike a baby Just then. 
Comparison Location:temporal 

They were all shrieking with /aughter. 
Accompaniment 

I quake with fear at the thought! 
Accompaniment Reason 

She winced at his angry words. 
Rea son 

*I giggled for the sake of my chi/dren. 
Behalf 

*I vomited with a paper bag. 
Means 

I vomited into a paper bag. 
Location:spatial 

l:~:;~~~d} 
Jane 

coughed 
giggled 

in order to attract his attention. 

9 Although the function of Behalf is usually assigned to prepositional phrases containing the 
preposition Jo;, the phrase for you in I weep for you should be regarded as an expression of Reason. For his 
fai/u re and over his failure are other examples of the circumstantials of Reason, cf. I wept for hisfailure, I wept 
over his fai/ure. There is a subtle semantic dilference between those two phrases:for his failure refers to some 
anticipated misfortune when:as over his failure denotes some unsuccessful attempt that has already taken 
place. The occurrence of the Behalf circumstantial proper with behavioural processes is possible only when 
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Let us add that in qui te a few cases the distinction between circumstantial elements 
and participants is blurred. Analogously to the phrase at me in the sentence You were 
staring at me (whose analysis is quoted after Halliday (1985: 156)), the prepositional 
phrases in the sentences listed in (16) should most probably be regarded as expressing 
spatial Location: 
(16) Don't yell at me! 

Ben nodded at us. 
She frowned upon the idea. 
She sniffed at such a good offer! 
They all laughed at me. 
You were staring at me. 
Behaver spatial Location 

The verb and preposition sequences can, however, be regarded as complex lexical 
items, especially when their semantic interpretation differs from the interpretation of 
the same verbs unaccompanied by prepositions (e.g. frown upon, snif/ at). All the 
sentences in (16) can be passivized and then the prepositional complements occur in the 
subject position, cf. The idea was frowned upon, I hate being ye/led at!. These 
complements may, consequently, be interpreted as participants affected by the 
processes they are involved in. A remark to this effect a.ppears in Halliday (1985: 150). 
It is observed there that „complements of prepositions, despite being embedded in an 
element that has a circumstantial function, are still felt to be participating, even if at 
a distance, in the process expressed by the clause". In conclusion, the prepositional 
complements in question hold two transitivity functions: they are first and foremost 
expressions of Location but can be analysed as Goals affected by the processes they 
participate in 10• 

The description of semantico-syntactic properties of beha vioural verbs off ered here 
will be more comprehensive if a brief account of their aspectual features is added. The 
main criterion for classifying verbs into aspectual categories is their occurrence in the 

they are viewed as intentional and the Jinguistic or non-Iinguistic context makes it elear. For her functions as 
the Behalf in the following utterance: The actors tried in vain to amuse the little princess. They danced and 
sang, they laughed and wept for her but she kepi on yawning. 

The circumstantial of Means is not likely to occur with behavioural processes either. Various 
apparatuses, such as inhalers, gas-masks, respirators, may be employed to facilitate breathing but, contrary 
to names of instruments proper, these nouns cannot be preceded by the preposition with, cf. * I could not 
breathe with the gas-mask, I could not breathe through the gas-mask. 

The circumstantials of Matter and Role tend not to be associated with behavioural processes. The 
element of Matter is relatively frequent with the verb laugh when the process of laughing is viewed as 
intentional, e.g. The laughed about the boy's appearance. If laughing is spontaneous, the element of Reason 
occurs instead, e.g. They laughed at the joke. 

10 The prepositional complement me in They laughed at me may be assigned the participant function of 
Target if the process involved is regarded as a process of saying. (Compare They laughed at me and They 
blamed me in this respect.) Let us note that when laugh at is followed by an inanimate noun, the whole 
prepositional phrase is normally regarded as a circumstantial of Reason, e.g. They laughed at my words. The 
sentence She smiled over to me, in tum, contains a circumstantial of Location which is not felt to be 
participating in the process and has no secondary Goa! function. 
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progressive and in the perfective aspects. The basie distinction drawn in Quirk et al. 
(1985: 200 ff) is that between dynamie and stative verb meanings. Verbs in dynamie 
meanings can regularly occur in the progressive, in the imperative and in the 
pseudo-cleft construction following do, e.g. What they are doing is ruining the economy. 
Dynamie terms can be further divided into durative and nondurative ones. Durative 
terms combine with the progressive to denote a happening in progress. Both durative 
and nondurative terms can be recognized as either conclusive or nonconclusive. 
Conclusive situations result in some change of state. Therefore, the use of the perfect 
tense implies that such situations hm1e attained their endpoints. Verbs with non
durative conclusive meanings used in the progressive denote durative situations 
leading up to the occurrence of the appropriate nondurative events, e.g. The airplane is 
/anding. Nondurative nonconclusive terms occurring in the progressive must be 
interpreted as referring to a series of nondurative events, e.g. Someone is knocking at 
the door. Moreover, all terms can be regarded as either agentive or nonagentive. In the 
case of agentive verb meanings, the subject refers to a 'doer' of the action who is 
typically human and controls the event. 

The behavioural verbs listed in (8) do not form a homogeneous aspectual class. 
A number of them, e.g. blink, belch, nod, gasp, sneeze, wince, denote nondurative and 
nonconclusive happenings. Another large group of behavioural verbs, including 
inhale, gestate, digest, blubber, snore, weep, express situations which involve no 
endpoint and take place over a period. They generally become conclusive terms when 
a particie up or out is added and/or the direct object is present: He blubbered out his 
story, I haven't digested the lunch yet. A couple of verbs, e.g. dream, snooze, sleep, doze, 
are neither dynamie nor stative terms proper. They denote lack of action but, in 
contrast to stative verbs, can occur in the progressive, cf. She is sleeping now. Perhaps 
these verbs should be regarded as stance terms (such as live, stand, lie) 11 or a new name 
should be coined for them (i.e. ,,dynamie states" or „stative activities"). As regards the 
agentive/nonagentive dichotomy proposed in Quirk et al. (1985), it does not tally with 
the behavioural/material distinction employed in Halliday (1985). Some behavioural 
verbs considered here are treated as nonagentive in Quirk at al. (1985), e.g. sneeze, 
blink. Others, e.g. nod, laugh, are regarded as agentive terms. 

5. Conclusions 

An attempt has been made in the present paper to describe syntactic and semantic 
properties of behavioural verbs within the framework of functional grammar 
presented in Halliday (1985). A sample of over sixty verbs representing the core of the 

11 Stance verbs, recognized in Quirk et al. (1985: 206) as a class intermediate between stative and 
dynamie terms, can occur in the simple present tense to express a permanent state and with the progressive to 
express a temporary state, e.g. I live in Sosnowiec vs. I'm living at a hotel in Brighton for the time being. The 
same characterization is appropriate for the behavioural verb sleep, cf. We normally sleep in a small room 
upstairs and We are sleeping out doors this week. The verbs doze, drowse, snooze are different: w hen used in the 
simple present they denote a habit while in the progressive they denote a process in progress. 
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behavioural type has been analysed in respect of participants involved in and 
circumstantial elements associated with corresponding processes. Behavioural proces
ses denote biologica} functions of the human organism or typically involuntary 
reactions of human beings to external stimuli. The Behaver is the main participant in 
such processes and it may be accompanied by the Goal (e.g. I can't digest cheese) or by 
the Range (e.g. She smiled a greeting). A number of behavioural verbs can occur in 
intransitive clauses although processes denoted by them imply the existence of specific 
entities which are affected by or come into being as a result of those processes. Implicit 
Goal participants should be recognized in such cases. With verbs such as ingest, digest, 
the Goal may be implicit only when it can be recovered from the immediately preceding 
Iinguistic context. With some other verbs, e.g. inha/e, sweat, spit, the Goal object is 
usually dropped since its generał nature can be predicted. Moreover, the Goal 
participant may be incorporated semantically and formally into a verb, e.g. salivate. As 
regards circumstantial elements which modify behavioural verbs, Extent, Location, 
Quality, Accompaniment and Reason are fairly common whereas Behalf and Means 
are unlikely. The circumstantial of Purpose occurs only w hen volition can be attributed 
to the Behaver. In some instances circumstantial elements expressing Location have 
a secondary Goal function, cf. They laughed at me. 

The verbs analysed here do not belong to a single aspectual class. 
The aspectual category of a given verb and, more importantly, the type of 

participants and circumstantial elements systematically associated with the process 
denoted by the verb are relevant to the range of meanings possible with a correspon
ding action noun. This will be shown in my forthcoming paper. 
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